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The topic of my thesis is ``Cultural distances between exchange students and Estonians on the 
example of the exchange students of Tartu University, Estonia´´. The aim of this thesis is to show how 
exchange students of Tartu University (TU) see Estonia and Estonians. What are the main differences 
and similarities brought out in comparison with their home culture; what are the practical obstacles for 
exchange students to create more contacts with Estonians.
This  topic  is  very appealing to  me as  I  have been an active volunteer  in  Erasmus Student 
Network (ESN) for three years. The aim of ESN is to foster student mobility and to help exchange 
students. In my daily life I constantly come across with exchange students from all over the world and 
as this is a student-helping-student based activity, then with this work I would like to point out the main 
issues and topics that exchange students need to cope with while they are studying in Tartu University 
and staying in Estonia. 
Ten years ago Estonia officially sent out  its  first  students who could benefit  from studying 
abroad with Erasmus programme.  Erasmus in Estonia is ten years old today, but originally it was 
already born 21 years ago. The numbers of exchange students in Tartu have grown about ten times 
within these ten years - does this show that Estonia is an attractive place to get to know better or is this 
growth connected to mobility numbers increasing all over the world? Do the exchange students choose 
to come to Tartu or is it their choice to come here?
 The  cultural  distances  perceived  by the  exchange  students  is  an  important  topic  for  many 
reasons: the raising number of exchange students in Tartu on one hand and some intolerance or even 
racism cases presented in the media on the other hand. How are the Estonians perceived and are both 
parties willing to adopt/adapt to the new situations?
In order to answer the questions raised above, the present research uses qualitative method. Ten 
semi structured interviews are analyzed on the font of Estonian culture and the exchange students’ 
cultural distances perceived with Estonians. In addition two experts on this matter are interviewed and 
their  opinions  are  compared  to  the  thoughts  of  the  students.  An  overview  of  related  theoretical 
approaches and concept is presented in the present thesis. The analysis of cultural dimensions by Geert 
Hofstede is used as a main framework for analysis.
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The thesis consists of two main parts – the first part concentrates on the theoretical overview of 
cultural distances on this issue and the current situation of exchange students and the second part is an 
analysis of the 10 interviews given by exchange students on their perception of Estonians and Estonia. 
In the theoretical part the different aspects of cultural distances, cultural adoption (and adaption) in 
Estonia and the backgrounds of university’s exchange programmes are shown. In the last part of the 
thesis  the answers to the research questions are presented and the results of empirical analysis are 
discussed in the context of former studies.  
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I Theoretical overview
In this chapter an overview of three main concepts is given, moving from more general topics to 
more  concrete  concepts,  related  to  present  thesis.  Firstly,  the  inter-,  multi-  and  transcultural 
communication is  introduced as one of  the outcomes of  globalization on cultural  level.  Countries’ 
strategies regulating such communications are also described. Secondly, an overview of various terms 
related to cultural adaptation – the individual strategies for coping with cultural globalization - is given. 
The last subchapter concentrates on particular cultural dimensions that could be one of the bases for 
supporting or hindering the adaptation process. 
1 Inter-, multi- and transcultural communication
`` And then came a Greek doctor, or a Celtic legionary, a Grisonian landsknecht, a Swedish horseman, a  
Napoleonic  soldier,  a deserted Cossack,  a Black Forest  miner,   a wandering miller’s  boy from the Alsace, a fat  
mariner from Holland, a Magyar, a pandoru, a Viennese officer, a French actor, a Bohemian musician- all lived on 
the  Rhine,  brawled,  boozed,  and  sang  and  begot  children  there-and-  Goethe,  he  was  from  the  same  pot,  and  
Beethoven, and Gutenberg and Mathias Grünewald, and- oh, whatever- just look in the encyclopedia. They were the  
best, my dear! The world’s best! And why? Because that’s where the peoples intermixed. Intermixed- like the waters  
from sources, streams and rivers, so, that they run together to a great, living torrent``  Zuckmayer, 1963 The Devil’s  
General (Welsch: 1999)
Culture  is  a  shared  meaning  system,  found  among  those  who  speak  a  particular  language 
dialect, during a specific historic period, and in a definable geographic region (Triandis 1994). There is 
a  rising importance of culture  especially nowadays.  “In the post Cold War the main difference of 
countries no longer lies in ideology, politics or economical strategies - the difference lies in culture`` 
(Huntington  1999:  32).  Globalization  gives  a  lot  of  opportunities  to  get  in  contact  with  different 
cultures from all over the world.  Some authors have named this phenomenon as the linkage between 
geography and communication that lies in the fact that all forms of communication occur in space, and 
that all spaces are produced through representation, which occurs by means of communication (Jansson 
& Falkheimer 2006). Approximately 30 different cultures of exchange students living under one roof in 
Tartu are a good example of this case. 
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As  a  result  of  such  cultural  globalization,  the  inter-  and  transcultural  communication1 is 
nowadays a reality that makes changes in the world. Cultures are not single islands that ignore, defame 
or combat one another, they have rather become a new form - transcultural, and it is society that passes 
the borders of one specific culture (Welsch 1999). ``Lifestyles no longer end at the borders of national 
cultures, but go beyond these, are found in the same way in other cultures. For every culture, all other 
cultures have tendencially come to be innerconnected or satellites`` (Welsch 1999). Cultures now are 
combined with other cultures, which means not many things/traditions/foods are specific to just one 
culture.  Some  authors  have  even  stated  that  communication  does  not  happen  only  along  cultural 
borders,  but  along civilization borders.  For example S.P.  Huntington claims civilizations  to  be the 
largest form of independent culture and he divides modern civilization into nine main blocks: West, 
Latin- America, Africa, Islam, China, Hindi, Orthodox, Buddhist and Japan. The expansion of the West 
has created a possibility for one culture to start dominating around the world (Huntington 1999). 
As the author of the present thesis understands, transculturality is also seen on the individual 
level - we no longer bear single country identity: one can be born in England, move to Germany at the 
age of 11, take a gap year in Argentina and marry a Moroccan - this person is able to link and undergo 
transition and most probably has more than one country’s identity, this person is a perfect example of 
transculturality. Transculturality is preferred as it is capable of covering host and homeland features and 
combining them. The level of voluntariness, i.e. the aim of emigration to another land, and the time 
period of changing cultures depends on different aspects. 
However, there are several different ways how it could be expressed in the particular case. For 
example, Smith and Bond (1999) have stated, that the successful and functioning coexistence depends 
both on the ground of immigration, and on the specific strategies made by states. For example, Smith 
and Bond have described a typology of cultural groups and contacts between them: indigenous people, 
1 ``Interculturality- The conception of interculturality seeks ways in which such cultures could nevertheless get on with, 
understand and recognize one another. But the deficiency in this conception originates in that it drags along with it 
unchanged the premises of the traditional conception of culture. It still proceeds from a conception of cultures as islands 
or spheres. For just this reason, it is unable to arrive at any solution, since the intercultural problems  stem from the 
island-premise
Transcultraulity-The  concept  seeks  opportunities  for  tolerance  and  understanding,  and  for  avoidance  or 
handling of conflict. This is just as laudable as endeavors towards interculturality - but equally inefficient, too, since 
from the basis of the traditional comprehension of cultures a mutual understanding or a transgression of separating 
barriers cannot be achieved. As daily experience shows, the concept of multiculturality accepts and even furthers such 
barriers`` (W. Welsch 1999: 195)
Multiculturality- ``takes up the problems which different cultures have living together within one society. But 
therewith the concept basically remains in the duct of the traditional understanding of culture; it proceeds from the 
existence  of  clearly  distinguished,  in  themselves  homogenous  cultures  -  the  only difference  now being  that  these 
differences exist within one and the same state community `` (Welsch 1999: 195).
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sedentary, immigrants, sojourners, immigrants, refugees, and asylum seekers.
Indigenous people have a foreign culture brought to them – the greatest example in history is 
discovering  America.  Indians  were  forced  to  get  into  contact  with  Europeans  on  their  own land. 
Refugees are forced to leave their home country due to war, natural catastrophe etc. An appropriate 
example to the case in Estonia would be the time pre and during Second World War, where many 
Estonians  fled  the  country due to  oppression  by the  Soviet  Union.  Asylum seekers  are  similar  to 
refugees, but they are usually ``passing`` the other country by. Voluntary contacts are in the groups of 
immigrants - people who want to live abroad for a longer time. Good examples with the Schengen 
countries where citizens of EU can live and work abroad. 
This  research  paper  concentrates  on  analyzing  sojourners  -  the  group  where  our  Erasmus 
students and other voluntary short term people land - they come to live in another culture voluntarily. In 
all of these particular cases there are different political strategies or institutional solutions available.  In 
the case of sojourners, since the immigration is mainly voluntary, there are no such strict regulations on 
the country level. The mobility and cultural contacts are rather regulated by bilateral contracts between 
universities or organized by country level.  For example, in the case of EU, the Schengen contract, 
Erasmus programme, Bologna process etc.  The integration to Tartu University depends on different 
levels of actions - the newcomers themselves, voluntaries, academic staff and structure and also the 
country.
According to Smith and Bond, it would be easier to regulate cultural contacts in the case where 
the immigration is rather voluntary, like in the case of taking an exchange year studying abroad rather 
than having to move due to necessary immigration from the areas of natural catastrophes. There are two 
levels of this kind of perception: countries and individuals. Countries and institutions can have a lot of 
ways  for  making  newcomers  feel  welcomed  but  still  the  individuals  could  perceive  the  culture 
differently.  It is acceptable that all people have their own opinion on immigrants and migration, thus 
the  settlement  country can  have  a  general  stand  provided  by government  whether  it  is  migration 
friendly or not. Hereby Smith and Bond (1999) suggest that the acculturation depends on the historical 
and attitudinal situation faced by both sides. Estonia's historical background is quite violent and the 
country has been occupied by many others - so it can be one of the reasons for not adopting. 
In conclusion, various cultures might perceive the hosting country differently, also depending 
on the countries ways to welcome newcomers. The state strategies could be interpreted by individuals 
differently and the importance of individual adaptation strategies turn out to be important.  
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2 Cultural adaption and adoption
Another  concept  essential  in  the  context  of  the  thesis  is  adaptation  and  adoption.  The  inter-  and 
transcultural  reality,  described more in  detail  in  the  previous  sub chapter,  is  nowadays  a  potential 
challenge both for societies and individuals. The present research paper concentrates on the individual 
level – the adaptation of young people with different cultural backgrounds coming to study in Estonia. 
In this  thesis  adaptation and adoption are  defined throughout the cultural  exchange process 
between an exchange student and a local person.  Adaption in this case means the acculturation of the 
exchange  student  to  the  local  life  and  getting  to  know Estonian  culture,  traditions  and  behavior. 
Adoption takes into consideration weather the local inhabitants of Tartu and other Estonian students 
accept foreigners to be part of the society. In both senses it is an acceptance of a new cultural context of 
the individual and also the society. 
Smith and Bond (1999) explain adoption to be changes that take place in individuals or groups 
in response to environmental demand. The environmental demand for every arriving student changing 
their place of living to Tartu are the same - the conditions do not change that much over time, just the 
experiences (contacts with Estonians and perception of Estonian culture) of exchange students do. 
Smith  and  Bond  (1999)  have  described  three  most  valid  factors  on  what  the  degree  of  cultural 
adaptation on the individual level is independent:  mobility, voluntariness and permanence (see Table 
1). For example, the author could presume that in the case of exchange students, since the cultural 
contact is voluntary, the students are supposed to be culturally more open and the cultural adaptation 
should be more painless. Still, all the groups must find a way to manage living in the new and different 
situation. According to Smith and Bond, despite the three levels of difference in life circumstances  and 
despite   the  large  variation  in  cultural  groups  that  experience acculturation,  there  is  evidence  that 
essentially the process of acculturation is the same to all groups (Berry 1990).
Table  1  shows us  the  reasons  but  furthermore  it  is  important  to  see  the  issues  of  how to 
acculturate. 
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 Table  I:  Voluntariness  of  contact  and  mobility  of  the  foreigners  by  Smith  and  Bond.  
Voluntariness  of  contact  is  either  voluntary  (for  immigrants  and  exchange  students)  and  
involuntary ( for the hosts, refugees and asylum seekers)














Taken into consideration the previous table our group of exchange students is also divided on 
other criteria. One of the most important criteria would be how newcomers choose their tactics to take 
the new culture into consideration. 
Berry has provided a scheme of acculturation strategies in table 2. (Berry cited via Smith and 
Bond 1999: 306). The four strategies are as follows: integration where the newcomers want to blend in 
and still  want  to  preserve their  roots  as well;  assimilation is  when the roots  don’t  matter  and the 
foreigners want to be like the hosting culture; separation wants to preserve the home culture without 
taking the new parts in; marginalization happens when neither the hosting nor the original culture are 
accepted or preserved. Where do the exchange students land on this scale? Generally the impression is 
that they want to integrate - they are open to the hosting culture but nonetheless they preserve their past 
identity as well. 
The object of this research is to study the integration of the exchange students. According to 
Smith and Bond (1999: 306) ``integration can only be ``freely`` chosen and successfully pursued by 
non  dominant  groups  when  the  dominant  society is  open  and  inclusive  in  its  orientation  towards 
cultural diversity. Thus a mutual accommodation is required for integration to be attained, involving the 
acceptance by both groups of the right of all groups to live as culturally different people``. Integration 
strategy requires mutual accommodation of both the minority and majority groups (Berry 1997b). 
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Table II: The different acculturation strategies used by the people in the new culture room. The 
relationship  between  the  hosting  nation  and  the  hosted  person.  There  are  four  ways  to  
acculturate in the new society - Integrate, assimilate, separate and marginate.
It is considered to be of value to 
maintain  relationships  with 
dominant society?





There  are  many factors  that  affect  acculturation  in  which  psychological  and  socio-cultural 
adaption are just a little part of it.  Exchange students are put into situation where they must choose an 
acculturation strategy but also the society and other students around them need to choose a strategy.
In his article ``Culture and conflict`` Triandis (2000) expresses that some cultures interpret more 
information from body language than from the words and vice versa. Some people/cultures turn more 
attention to race, sex, religion, attitudes etc. than the others. These different perceivement issues might 
lead to serious conflicts between two sides. Gender, ethnicity, age, education, wealth and the like may 
form the basis for cultural adaptation or also form a stereotype.  According to Segall a stereotype could 
function as an identifiable social marker (Segall 1999: 185) and in this way, stereotypes could help us 
to make up a mind about a relatively unknown subject. People make up stereotypes with the help of 
media, opinions of other people and society and experience they have had themselves. Besides that, 
stereotypes also help people to construct their self image and positive sense of self-esteem, but it might 
lead onto a socially destructive road if the differences of inner-group and outer-group are large (Segall 
1999). Another term used in this context is ethnocentrism – favoritism of one in-group and rejection of 
the out-group`` (Levine and Campbell 1971: through Sagall 1999) the opposite of ethnocentrism is 
acceptance and diversity in tolerance. 
Triandis (1994: 251-252) finds four main points to define cultural stereotype:
1. What goes on in our culture is seen as ``natural`` and ``correct``, and what goes on in other 
cultures is perceived as ``unnatural`` and ``incorrect``.
2. We perceive our own in-group customs as universally valid.
3. We unquestionably think that in-group norms, roles, and values are correct
4. We believe that it is natural to help and cooperate with members of our in-group, to favor our 
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in-group, to feel proud of our in-group and to be distrustful of and even hostile toward out-
groups. 
In the case of exchange students and also any kind of migrants it is important to understand both 
parties: the individuals in a destination society and mobile groups. In order to analyze the behavior of 
exchange students we need to see their personal background and the reasons for adapting the way they 
do.
In the present case, mostly the predecessor state and their institutions have had opportunity to 
express their  opinion (in media etc).  The present research is  the first  attempt to study the cultural 
adaptation as expressed by the exchange students coming to Tartu. 
3 Cultural distances
The  third  concept  essential  in  the  context  of  present  thesis  are  cultural  distances.  Language, 
geographical distances, mentality, religion and beliefs, race – all these aspects make one culture differ 
from another but there are always some links that are similar to all human beings. Cultural distance is 
not only geographical or how close one knows the culture, but is rather a dimension that is the ground 
of inter- and transcultural communication.  
 There are different ways of how the cultural distances have been defined. In the present paper 
the author relies on the approaches by Hofstede where the concepts of cultural distances and cultural 
differences are seen as synonyms. This paper concentrates mostly on the definition of Geert Hofstede. 
In  his  book  Culture’s  consequences he  distinguishes  five  main  characteristics,  which  compile  ten 
synthesized cultures models that came up by thorough studies all around the world with many nations. 
The  upcoming index numbers  of  the  dimensions  are  taken  from G.  Hofstedes  book  Cultures  and 
Organizations, Software of the mind 2005.  Estonia's index is not measured straight but rather estimates 
or help of replications are used. In Hofstedes survey 74 countries or regions for witch the IBM research 
and its replications produced usable dimensions scores are studied.
Much of Estonia’s landing in the chart is connected to the historical background of the country. Author 
can only make assumptions for reasons and examples why Estonia has these certain numbers in the 
chart.  
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Masculinity versus femininity,  which is related to the division of emotional roles between men and 
women (Hofstede 2001: 29). According to Hofstede, masculine cultures are more target oriented and 
feminine cultures are more about equality,  taking care for the weaker ones. Similar classification is 
used by Triandis (2000) but he calls this classification as Universalism-Particularism. In universalism 
cultures people try to treat others on the basis of universal criteria; in particularistic cultures people 
treat others on the basis of who the other person is.
A few years ago there was a bill of conduct where men and women equally could take three 
years off to raise the newborn child - this shows clearly that the standards off Nordic countries have 
been taken over, although there is still a long way to go for us in order to get the same numbers of 
percentage.  Everyone is equal and in the author’s opinion Estonia is moving towards becoming even 
more  feminine,  with  all  the  handicapped  facilities  and  women  equality  rights.  Nowadays  in  the 
Estonian society it is normal that both men and women are equal partners in the family. When G. 
Hofstede visited Tartu (Lõhmus 2007) his remark was that Estonia is a very feminine country, that 
Tartu even has kissing students in the middle of the town hall square - no masculine country could 
afford it as it is a symbol of equality. On the other hand this dimension is quite contradicting - men are 
still dominating in most leading positions and also in politics the status of women is lower. According 
to the Hofstedes chart maximum and minimum index are as follows: Slovakia 110, Estonia 30, Sweden 
5.  The  closest  to  our  students  is  Russia  and the  furthest  in  this  dimension  is  Japan with  95  and 
Italy/Mexico with 70. Japan is a very traditional and masculine country and Sweden is rather feminine 
with the socialists being in power.  Estonia has almost the same results as Russia, which could indicate 
to our historical heritage. 
Individualism versus collectivist, which is related to the integration of individuals into primary groups 
(Hofstede  2001:29).  People  from  the  individual  countries  stand  for  themselves  and  in  collective 
countries it is about the team - if one does badly then the whole team feels bad.  Stephan, Stephan, and 
de Vargas (cited via Triandis 1994) tested a hypothesis where they claimed that people of collectivist 
cultures have more trouble expressing their feelings, whereas individual cultures could express their 
emotions much more freely- this hypothesis occurred to have been true. 
Because all humans are parts of social entities (families, clans, ethnic groups, societies, etc.), it 
is  universally  true  that  we  are  all  individuals  within  collectives  (Segall  1999:  206),  thus  to  feel 
individual one must be part of a group. In 1991 Hofstede stated ``Individualism stands for a society in 
12
which the ties between individuals are loose; everyone is expected to look after himself or herself and 
his or her immediate family only, `` and ``collectivist stands for a society in which people from birth 
onwards are integrated into strong, cohesive in-groups, which throughout people’s lifetime continue to 
protect them in the exchange for unquestioning loyalty`` (Hofstede 1991: 260-261). 
Triandis studies this dimension as well, but he divides individualism and collectivism into two 
poles.  He studied  collectivists  individually  in  several  countries  and compared  them to  each  other. 
Collectivist American students were found to be low on  anomie, alienation and loneliness- students 
consider to receive greater social support of better quality and value cooperation, equality and honesty 
the most. Individual students on the other hand value a comfortable life, competition, pleasure and 
social recognition (Segall on Triandis, Villereal, Leung and Clack: 1985)
Estonia  tends  to  move  from  a  collectivistic  nation  towards  the  individualistic  over  time. 
Decades ago there were many large soviet factories all around the country and within these factories 
the collectivist behavior got stronger and stronger but this was not a natural habitat for Estonians and 
once the regime fell the Estonians could return to their individualistic lifestyle. On Hofstedes chart: 
USA with 91, Estonia 60 and Guatemala 6. The closest to our students is the Czech Republic and the 
furthest on one side is the U.S.A. and on the other side Mexico with 30. Other studies have revealed 
similar results, for example the studies of Realo (2002) have shown that the Estonian culture could be 
both seen as individualistic as well as collectivistic, depending on particular focus.  
Long-term versus short-term orientation, which is related to the choice of focus for people’s efforts: 
the future or the present (Hofstede 2001: 29) Cultures who consider making their community more 
prosperous in far future, who think about the environment and who concentrate not only on growing 
fast but growing steadily, are considered to be  long term visionists. The opposite to this are the short 
term visionists who live it up for the moment, for example individuals often take loans and live over 
their capacity.
Estonia, taken into consideration what has been going on in the economy of the country over the 
past few years, is a rather short term oriented country. On the other hand,  Estonians value their nature 
and try to preserve the forest, lakes and moors of the land. At times they wish to have quick results  and 
fas growth in economy. Estonians have a lot of respect towards their traditions, rather than respect for 
circumstances. Less people get married nowadays as it is not considered to be a pragmatic arrangement 
anymore. Living with in-laws is mostly taken as a source of trouble rather than a normal situation (as it 
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